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Before the dust had barely settled from Nicaragua's last political crisis a week-long double hostagetaking drama which ended on Aug. 26 the nation found itself on the verge of a new crisis in early
September as a clash between leaders of the military and the civilian government began to take
shape. At issue is a series of major reforms to the Sandinista Popular Army (Ejercito Popular
Sandinista, EPS), beginning with a decision by President Violeta Chamorro to dismiss EPS chief
Gen. Humberto Ortega by early 1994. The changes foreshadow a major recomposition of political
alliances in Nicaragua, with the government moving in the direction of a full break with it allies
in the Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) in exchange for shoring up its ties with the
parties from the National Opposition Union (UNO). The surprise announcement regarding plans to
dismiss Gen. Ortega was made by the President during a ceremony marking the 14th anniversary
of the founding of the EPS. In attendance were an estimated 1,000 EPS officers, cabinet ministers,
Nicaraguan political leaders, and foreign diplomats and military attaches. Chamorro, who has
served as her own Defense Minister since taking office in April 1990, announced plans to carry
out a major restructuring of the army as part of efforts to "depoliticize" the institution and bring it
more firmly under civilian control. "Today, as I begin the second half of my presidency, my desire
is to carry forward the institutionalization of the army so that it corresponds to [the norms of a]
democratic society, beginning with the appointment of a new army chief next year," said Chamorro.
Although the president did not mention a specific date for Ortega's removal, unofficial sources in
Managua say the change is likely to occur on Jan. 10, when the executive traditionally announces
cabinet rotations. During the ceremony, Chamorro also signed a decree, effective immediately,
removing the office of defense intelligence (Departamento de Informacion para la Defensa, DID)
from army control and placing it under the presidency. With the change, DID chief Col. Lenin Cerna
was ordered into retirement. [According to Sept. 1 reports in the Nicaraguan media, in addition to
Cerna, four other Colonels from the EPS high command were also slated to be removed on Sept.
2: Antenor Rosales, Hugo Torres, Julio Ramos, and Omar Hallesleven.] Chamorro also announced
plans to establish a five-year term limit for future army chiefs and said she would change the
name of the Sandinista People's Army to one that would more accurately reflect the national
character of the institution. Some of these changes to the EPS are expected to take place as part of
the implementation of a new military law (ley organica militar). A draft of the law which defines
the procedures to be used within the army high command for promotions and retirements, as well
as the length of service terms for command members was delivered by Gen. Ortega to Chamorro
earlier in the day. The executive must now convert the draft into a bill to be sent onto to the National
Assembly, where it is expected to be passed into law later this month. Reactions to Chamorro's
surprise announcements were swift and strong. Inside the Managua convention center auditorium
where the speech was delivered, Gen. Ortega told reporters he would only leave his post under
terms stipulated in Nicaraguan law. Reporters and diplomats present at the scene confirmed that
harsh words were exchanged between former president and FSLN general secretary Daniel Ortega
and President Chamorro, and between Chamorro's Presidency Minister Antonio Lacayo and his
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first cousin, Gen. Joaquin Cuadra, second in command in the EPS behind Gen. Ortega. Immediately
after the event finished, the EPS Military Council the army's highest decision-making body which
brings together the institution's top 30 officers met in emergency session to analyze the situation.
Gen. Ortega was not present at the meeting. Gen. Cuadra then convoked a press conference to
announce the army's position, essentially rejecting Chamorro's decision. "We had no idea that
the President was going to make this announcement today," Cuadra told reporters. According to
Cuadra, under Nicaraguan law Chamorro does not have the authority to unilaterally replace the
army chief. He said that under existing law, and under terms of the draft submitted earlier in the
day, such changes can only be made on the basis of recommendations to the executive submitted
by the Military Council. Cuadra asserted that the Military Council has no plans to make any such
recommendation, "not at this time, nor next year." Cuadra insisted that the EPS's position did
not amount to "insubordination" or a threat of action against Chamorro, reiterating that the army
remains completely at the service of the Nicaraguan state. However, echoing a sentiment repeatedly
expressed by Gen. Ortega himself, Cuadra insisted that changes in the army command cannot
be allowed to take place as a result of "domestic and international pressures that undermine the
sovereignty and dignity of the country," something which would set a grave precedent. "There are
no plans to launch any kind of coup d'etat," Cuadra declared. "In any case, the real coup here is the
one they tried to carry out against the army chief." Meanwhile, in a statement released later in the
day, US Secretary of State Warren Christopher applauded Chamorro's announcements. "[These
are] bold steps toward reasserting civilian control over the military and intelligence service," said
Christopher. "President Chamorro's speech should give a strong impetus to the discussions among
the Nicaraguan government, the National Opposition Union, and the Sandinista Front scheduled
to begin Monday. We hope that the Nicaraguan people's commitment to democracy will thereby
be strengthened." For their part, right wing political sectors in Managua quickly tried to press their
advantage, demanding that Chamorro immediately dismiss Ortega, rather than waiting until next
year. Over the past several months, pressure for Gen. Ortega's removal has been building from
three sides. Most important have been the demands coming from the US Congress and the Clinton
administration. In July, the US Senate voted in favor of an amendment which would suspend all
but humanitarian aid to Nicaragua, largely as a protest against Ortega's continued presence in the
government. The House of Representatives is expected to take up the issue shortly after returning
from its recess on Sept. 7. Congressional calls for Ortega's ouster, which have received tacit support
from the White House, emboldened right wing political sectors in Managua which have been
pushing for such a move ever since Chamorro announced her decision to retain Ortega in his post
when she assumed the presidency in April 1990. Finally, removal of Ortega was the main demand
raised by the Frente Norte 380 in exchange for release of 37 members of a government peace
delegation which the recontra group took hostage on Aug. 19 (see NotiSur 08/27/93.) Dismissal of
Ortega as army chief has become the rallying cry for a broad coalition of anti-Sandinista sectors
united around two closely-related goals. One the one hand, the objective is to transform what is
seen as the last remaining institutional vestige of the Sandinista revolution, the EPS, into a military
force more capable of carrying out the mandates of Nicaragua's traditional business elite and more
open to demands imposed on the nation by the US. On the other hand, by forcing the Chamorro
administration to jettison the strategy of national reconciliation by making a definitive rupture with
the Sandinistas, rightist sectors in Managua and Washington hope to be in a much better position
to impose their own political agenda, including rewriting the Nicaraguan constitution, radically
transforming property relations, and burying "Sandinismo" as a political force. (Sources: Agencia
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Centroamericana de Noticias-Spanish news service EFE, 09/10/93, 09/02/93; Agence France-Presse,
Associated Press, United Press International, 09/02/93)
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